The Third Reich was geared towards war, exactly as the German Empire was. The period from 30 January 1933 to the beginning of World War II was marked by preparations for war.
1) In this process, two ideological fundamental principles played a particular role: the first principle was about the drawing of -supposed -lessons from the 'stab-in-the-back-legend' .
2)
The second aspect dealt with the fact that everything, ranging from the establishment of a totalitarian state on the basis of the National Socialist ideology through the re-attainment of the position of a major power by the German Reich by breaking the Versailles Treaty to the build-up of the armed forces, was geared towards preparing a war 'to conquer new living space in the East, including the reckless Germanisation of the new territories' , as Hitler put it in his first speech as Reich Chancellor to the assembled leaders of the Reichswehr in utter honesty as early as 3 February 1933. 3) This ensured that Hitler and the German Generals shared, in part, the same objectives. 4) They were the starting basis for the aggressive foreign and military policy of the Third Reich, which laid the foundation of the war.
The Ideological dimension
The idea that it had been 'the revolution' , which at the end of World War I had stabbed the forces, which had been victorious in the field, in the back, was at the basis of the National Socialist viewpoint to create a propaganda charged people's community 5) , which, even in the event of a war taking an adverse course, would continue standing loyally behind its Führer and the Wehrmacht -which was the foundation of the internal preparations for war. They were linked to the external preparations for war -the foreign policy and the military-strategic approach in the subsequent years until 1939 -by way of the effort to acquire autonomy. In order not to depend on overseas deliveries of resources any longer -which in World War I had resulted in gigantic supply problems of all types due to the blockade by the British Navy -an Eastern Empire 6) , which had become effective through the advance into the collapsing former Russian Empire in 1918 for a brief period of time and which was perceived as a potential chance for the future to ensure the strategic autonomy of the German Reich.
The exploitation and the land use of the intended Eastern National Socialist Colonial Empire could only be upheld by way of a gigantic enslaved workforce of 'Slavic Untermenschen' , which would be spared from the industrially organised annihilation machinery. 7) To conquer this area, from the National Socialist perspective, it was necessary for the foreign political and the military-strategic approaches to make sure, at first, that the home base was secured and that the strategic back area was sufficiently unassailable. By way of 'collecting Germans' and rolling up the strategic flanks, the states of Central and Eastern Europe that separated the German Reich and the Soviet Union were to be incorporated into the National Socialist domain. Only the gradual establishment of a common German-Soviet military border made a war possible that violated international law and was, in principle, a criminal war based on racial ideology: the offensive war and annihilation war against the Soviet Union.
The military-political dimension
Already in March 1935, the announcement and the introduction of universal conscription and of the air force were obvious violations of the provisions of the Versailles Treaty. The aim was to expand the army 8) , complement the disposition of the forces 9) and boost the armaments industry, while simultaneously reducing unemployment. As a side-effect, the establishment of a 'National Socialist people's community' with a social and modern impetus promoted the further expansion and the increasing homogeneity, i.e. consolidation, of the internal-political 'consent dictatorship' .
10)
The rapid augmentation of the Wehrmacht since 1935 had, against the backdrop of the Four-Year-Plan decreed in the summer of 1936 and which proved to be a defence and armament-political catalyst, consumed immense resources and encouraged rivalries among the branches of the German Wehrmacht. The Air Force, especially, which was to be set up by Hermann Göring, received a disproportionally high amount, to the displeasure of the Army and the Navy. In the course of a clarifying talk, held in the Reich Chancellery on 5 November 1937, Hitler pushed for accelerating armaments and referred to the 'problem of space' to be clarified as urgent, but not without danger. At the latest by 1943 to 1945 there would be a war, already under favourable framework conditions in 1938.
11)
The shake-up at the top of the Wehrmacht in the course of the Blomberg-Fritsch crisis in February 1938, with the establishing of the Armed Forces High Command under Colonel-General Wilhelm Keitel and Hitler's taking over of the supreme command of the Wehrmacht, definitely brought down the nominally already nonexistent independent role of the Wehrmacht as the second pillar of the National Socialist state.
11)

Foreign-political Stations of the Preparations for war
The protest of the signatory powers of the Versailles Treaty against the first grave violation by the Third Reich due to the measures taken in March 1935 -the diplomatic 'front of Stresa' -was restrained. Italy aimed at re-establishing its old Of course, the repeated violations against the system of the Treaty of Versailles provoked renewed protest on the part of France, which, due to the Spanish Civil War, its tense internal political situation and the rejecting position of Great Britain, stood alone and, therefore, was unable to actively do something about it.
For Great Britain, which continued to be bound in the Far East, with Japan taking its aggressive expansive course, and which warily scrutinised Mussolini's Italy, an intervention was not possible due to ideological reasons, as Hitler could indicate that, exactly as when his troops had entered into the demilitarised Rhineland, the approval of his foreign policy was overwhelming. 15) The restrained British protest was, lastly, also a reflection of blatant real politics -the addition of Austria to the National Socialist Empire did not have any effect on Gibraltar, Malta, and the Suez Canal, the neuralgic points of the British maritime-strategic axis in the Mediterranean. Since the occupation of Austria, a general systematic creation of glacis was to be noticed, aimed at winning over the strategic flank of every state between the Third Reich and the Soviet Union by way of political pressure and reprisals or even blackmail.
Since March 1938, Czechoslovakia had been threatened by the new Greater German Reich from the north, the west and the south. As the next intermediate goal, the instrumentalisation of the Sudeten-Germans was to contribute to undermining Czechoslovakia's state fundament. The diplomatic solution found at the Munich Conference in 1938 was, however, only a ceasefire before the war.
16)
The addition of the Sudetenland was not insignificant for Hitler. Both Western powers could not protect the territorial integrity of the only remaining democracy in Central Eastern Europe; the third 'Flowers Campaign' of the Wehrmacht, after the invasions of the Rhineland and Austria, brought the Czechoslovak border fortifications 17) for the Greater German Empire and important deposits of mineral resources, while leaving the remainder of Czechoslovakia unprotected. Great Britain's appeasement policy seemed to give Hitler the certainty that he had free rein in the East. The Soviet Union had become, since it was disregarded as a major power by Great Britain and France, a potential temporary partner for Hitler with regard to future territorial changes. But also in terms of propaganda, Hitler could feel safe; everything seemed to be compatible with the right of self-rule, even if the Sudeten-Germans had been brought back into the Reich.
This manoeuvred Czechoslovakia into a dangerous military-strategic defensive position. Its break-up, to which Poland and Hungary also contributed in March 1939, resulted in the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, whereas the split-off part of Moravia was placed under the protection of the Greater German Reich, which had the right to establish German bases. It was evident that the next victim would be Poland, a fact that at the end of March 1939 caused England to make a declaration of support for the integrity of the Polish western border. Any action against Poland by force would invariably result in a two-front war.
Hitler wanted to avert this danger through the propagandist-ideological turnaround by way of an arrangement with Stalin. Hitler could offer Stalin large parts of Eastern Central Europe, because he intended to take them away again from the Soviet Union in the course of the planned war. His advantage was that he restricted the diplomatic scope of action of the Western powers, by manoeuvring the power factor Soviet Union out of their reach and by forcing the Polish forces to strategically divert their troops to the east of the country, which the Red Army threatened to invade, while reducing the pressure on the Wehrmacht, which in turn would advance in the west.
But the Hitler-Stalin Pact also made sense for the Soviet Union: 18) it provided Stalin with a huge security glacis in front of his Soviet-Russian Western border, which even in the event of an attack by Hitler afforded space and time for a strategic wearing out. In addition to this military-strategic benefit, Stalin also gained an overall-strategic status increase for being ideologically 'recognised': A successful campaign by Hitler against Poland could not be tolerated by the Western powers, Great Britain and France. This would result in a war for the Third Reich against, at least, France, which would considerably reduce the pressure on Stalin's Western Front. Stalin could stall for time and hope that, later on, he would be granted the role of a referee, which would convert his relative status of power, in conjunction with the reciprocal weakening of the 'capitalist' Western powers, into a guaranteed strategic advantage. This was exclusively owed to the rapid success of the Wehrmacht in France and to Hitler's unbridled will to attack the Soviet Union despite the simultaneously ongoing war against Great Britain, also known as the Battle of Britain 19) , which foiled this costly and over-dimensioned solution: Stalin had overestimated the will and the capabilities of Great Britain and France, while underestimating those of the Third Reich.
military-strategic Perspectives of 1939-1941
With the quick suppression of Poland in September 1939, the Wehrmacht basically managed a reversed Schlieffen plan: 20) One out of two possible opponents had been subdued in a brief period of time. By turning around counter-clockwise and moving towards the north through Denmark to Norway, from the (military-) strategic viewpoint Operation Weserübung became a triple success. The naval and aerial front against Great Britain was extended; the control of the accesses to the Baltic Sea prevented the potential link-up of Great Britain with the Soviet Union, while at the same time the supply of important mineral ores from Sweden was ensured to strengthen the defence-economic basis.
The war against France, which was considered as the strongest military power of Europe, again seemed set to become a potentially long war, from the viewpoint of the generals of the Wehrmacht. 27) declaration of war on the USA), the final victory of the Greater German Empire had become improbable.
That for the raid on the Soviet Union in June 1941 an operational concept, which had been successful against France in 1940, was made the military basis of a war of ideologies, which later on was successful only on the tactical level, causes a feeling of oppression, which cannot be documented on the basis of sources, that a 'twilight of the gods'-like situation had already been staged from the beginning. and control and troops in combination with quick operations to a certain extent offsets enemy superiority. The special significance of psychic factors and of the indomitable will to victory is underlined time and again in the context of inferiority of manpower and materiel. In the chapter, ' Army Movement' , Hierl addresses the significance and the limitations of motorisation for the operational command. In this way, he considers the employment of tanks as still very difficult, due to their technical vulnerability. The guidelines presented by Hierl reflect, in their innovative and restorative elements, the dichotomy in which the command of the Reichswehr found itself in the 1920s. The Reichswehr, by a long way inferior to all potential enemies in terms of materiel and manpower, developed a modern, innovative tactic that was focused on movement and combined weapons warfare, while in operational thinking it was caught between restorative and innovative deliberations or utopian designs of large-scale operational warfare. These were firmly based on Schlieffen's ideas and were modernised only selectively by way of experiences from the war, such as the incorporation of penetration. In the centre of the guidelines stood, like at the time of Schlieffen, the attack with the aim to envelope the enemy. This shows, in particular, the restorative moment of Hierl's paper, since the World War had brought about the end of the claim to the universal validity of envelopement. 32) With the development of modern tanks and aircraft, as well as the progress in communications technology, the combat assets for quick mobile operational warfare seemed to be available at the end of the 1920s. The first deliberations in that respect had been heatedly debated in the Reichswehr in military technical journals within the framework of an excessive perception of the French concepts, which considered the tank as an auxiliary means of the infantry and, therefore, preferred heavy tanks with little mobility, as opposed to the British concepts, which advocated light and medium tanks for the operations of independent units.
In this way, already a few years after World War I, Friedrich von Bernhardi had treated the topic of the significance of tanks for mobile warfare in a future war. 34) Other officers, like Heinz Guderian, who would later be promoted to ColonelGeneral, were convinced that the potential of combat vehicles and airplanes was not exploited very far and had to be considered in future operational deliberations and training. 35) He discussed this standpoint for the first time in 1927 in his article 'Mobile Units' , 36) which referred to British ideas, and documented that the infantry
and the cavalry, as the World War had shown, did not have enough offensive power vis-à-vis the firepower of modern defensive weapons in order to quickly resolve a battle by force. Combat vehicles, however, had that firepower in combination with airplanes. Therefore, he advocated the establishment of a combat vehicles unit that, in conjunction with the air force, would be capable of carrying out combat tasks independently and be employed within the framework of mobile warfare. All these deliberations took place at a moment in which Germany, due to the Versailles Treaty, still did not have tanks or airplanes and was limited to an army of 100,000 in strength.
This changed, however, when Hitler seized power in January 1933. On 16 March 1935, Hitler, in parallel with the Act on the Build-up of the Army, proclaimed defence sovereignty and re-introduced universal conscription. This also brought about the transition of the defensive build-up, which had already been initiated previously, to the offensive build-up. The goal was to set up a mass army and offensive army, which was capable of resolving a war quickly in a continental European two-front or multiple-front war, despite its inferiority in manpower. Whether this would be possible in reality was highly controversial. Economic, financial and material aspects receded into the background vis-ŕ-vis the primacy of operational planning traditionally prevalent in the German General Staff.
Upon which operational foundations should the armed forces be built? The question whether the tank was to be the combat asset of mobile warfare implemented the operational doctrine, which was still considered as valid, was answered in the affirmative by almost all officers. What was heatedly discussed was the decisive question whether tanks should be used as an auxiliary means of the infantry or in operationally independent tank units.
The Head of the General Army Office, Colonel-General Friedrich Fromm, advocated strengthening the classic infantry component. He was convinced that the tank served infantry best if it allowed the infantry to penetrate into the enemy fortified position system. For him, tank units, exactly as the artillery, were support troops of the infantry and should be used in support of the infantry within limited counterattacks. 37) Other officers, like Walter Nehring, who would later become a General, demanded tanks be employed operationally in combat. Based on experiences from abroad,
war experiences and their own ideas, they developed a tactical-operational concept for the operational deployment of tanks. 38) Its pillar was, among other things, the assault party and the combat group procedures developed and used successfully by the Germans in World War I. 39) The tanks should not be deployed in a scattered manner, but massively and in places, where the tactical attack might resolve the battle. With the support of the air force, the engineers, the motorised infantry and the artillery, the tank force should, thanks to its thrusting force, in combined weapons warfare independent of the slow attack speed of the infantry, seek to penetrate the enemy lines. The preconditions for successful deployment were: making the main effort, suitable terrain, surprise and massive employment in sufficient width and depth. The targets of a tank attack were, primarily, antitank assets, the artillery, the reserves and command centres in the depth of the defensive area. After successfully breaking through, the tank divisions comprised in a major tank unit should take action in a mobile manner against the enemy's flank and rear and conduct enveloping operations, with the goal of resolving the battle. 40) The development of an operational deployment of tanks was not exclusively owed to Guderian, contrary to what could be read until recent years in specialist literature on the history of the German tank forces, thanks to skilful selfpresentation and media work, 41) but to a larger group of officers. 42) In this respect, the Austrian General Ludwig Ritter von Eimannsberger deserves particular mention. In his book, he was among the first ones to advocate the operational employment of tank units and he explicitly remarks on the future use of tanks: "My theory advocates the operational exploitation of tanks as the main force. To do so, it establishes the tank division, a new operational unit, consisting of all branches, but with the armoured vehicle as the main weapon, for the purpose of penetration in combat; and the motorised division, a fast division, which is to cooperate with the tank division on the one hand, for quickly shifting within the anti-tank units. This book supports close cooperation of armoured vehicles and airplanes" 43) Eimannsberger's manuscript significantly influenced Guderian's ideas with regard to the operational employment of tanks. 44) Also the claim, partly spread by Guderian himself, that he had had to force the operational use of tanks through against a traditionalist group around the Chief of Defence Staff, ColonelGeneral Ludwig Beck, in the General Staff, does not bear up against newer studies. Beck had well realised the significance of operational tank units and, on principle, he was not against setting up armoured units -the dissent between -----Beck and Guderian is to be attributed to ministerial differences of opinion and a deep personal aversion between the two officers. 46) While there was quarrelling over the issue as to whether tanks should be used in support of the infantry or in an operationally independent manner by way of tank divisions, in 1937/38 the decision went in favour of the latter option, whereas the operational innovation, as in the 19 th century, developed slowly and against internal resistance from a tactical innovation by the Germans, i.e. the assault party and the combat group procedures. The tactical-operational innovation process, which had already set in before World War I and which is reflected in the then new Army instructions 'Command and Combined Weapons Warfare' and 'Leading Troops' , but also in the development of the tank doctrine, did not go in a cumbersome manner, despite all the problems faced, as military learning processes are attributed to be like. As compared to the other European countries, the process went quite quickly and in a determined manner.
It cannot be denied that the new Army build-up was a restoration of the Imperial Army, including military-technological and organisational changes. This also applied to operational thinking. While the newly established General Staff generally managed to implement its operational concepts, it failed in its attempt to maintain its unique leading position in operational issues and to secure its traditional power position within the military structure. Still caught up in Emperor William's thinking, which advocated a uni-dimensional notion of power as military power, in parallel to the build-up of the mass army and offensive army and to the struggle for the power position of the Army and the General Staff in the military overall structure, the fundamental discussion went on between the General Staff and the Armed Forces High Command, whether operational deliberations had to subordinate to political expectations or whether military operations depended on operational-strategic premises. The stepping down of Beck in September 1938 as a consequence of the Blomberg-Fritsch crisis, the German war planning against Czechoslovakia and Hitler's taking over of the supreme command of the Wehrmacht decided that question to the detriment of the High Command and the General Staff. In the following years, the political leaders in the person of Hitler increasingly interfered with the innermost areas of the operational planning by the General Staff. "The enforced conformity of the Wehrmacht in the field of operational planning, " said Deist, "was conducted after the stepping down of Beck quickly and without frictions. " 47) A central military planning and command body, which had been in existence as early as in World War I, was again not created -a gap that Hitler exploited very aptly.
Operational thinking and acting since the beginning of the war
A quarter-century after the start of World War I, the German Reich initiated World War II on 1 September 1939 with the raid on Poland. In contrast to World War I, Germany entered into it without having prepared war plans. A strategic blitzkrieg concept existed neither with the political nor the military leaders of the Reich. 48) On the contrary: the operations plans for the attack on Poland were concluded only a few months before the commencement of the attack, and those for France were finished even after the victory over Poland. 49) The General Staff did not act in a vacuum, because its operational planning was based on German operational thinking. Also, under the dictator Adolf Hitler it was clear in the General Staff that the decision, which resolved the battle as fast as possible, circumvented the superior enemy potential and decided the war as fast as possible, was to be taken.
The quick successes in the unplanned blitzkriegs against Poland and France covered up the fact that the problem of mobility was resolved only superficially, since of the 157 divisions available at the beginning of the attack in the West in 1940 only 16 divisions were fully motorised and, therefore, suited to operationally mobile warfare without reservations. 50) 90 percent of the Army divisions were not different to the divisions of World War I in terms of mobility. Their speed was determined by the marching speed of the infantrymen and that of the artillery pieces drawn by trotting horses. The German Army was a two-class army not only in terms of mobility, but also in terms of armaments. In 1940, many of the older soldiers still fought with the weapons they had used in World War I. The notion of a 'fully motorised German blitzkrieg army' , which is so popular, is the result of a skilfully orchestrated and still effective National Socialist propaganda campaign
that covered up that the Wehrmacht of World War II used more horses than the Imperial Army in World War I.
51)
The different degrees of motorisation of the Army forced the operators in the General Staff to re-evaluate the factor time. The question was to be answered as to how an army could conduct mobile operations in view of 'two speeds and different qualities' . The General Staff officers found their answer in classic German operational thinking. Entirely in line with Schlieffen's doctrine, in the campaigns in Poland and in the West, they resorted to a consistent building of main efforts, involving high risks, of motorised elite units, supported by tactical air operations. In this way, the troops enforced penetrations and pressed hard to decide the battle. Together with the element of surprise, which is also central to the German conduct of operations, the victories over Poland and France became a triumph of German operational thinking. In so doing, Schlieffen's grandsons expanded the original envelopment doctrine, out of necessity, by tactical-operational penetration, which had been neglected by Schlieffen himself. The unexpected successes in the first years of war cannot mislead us that the core problem of German operational thinking had not been resolved at the beginning of World War II. Thus, a clear operational-strategic decision was not taken in the planning phase of the attack on the Soviet Union. Hitler put aside the intended classic decision of the battle as the aim of the operation proposed by the General Staff in favour of economic and ideological territorial goals. The conflict that flared up between Hitler and Halder about the operations plan against the Soviet Union 52) shook the foundations of the operational thinking of the General Staff, as Hitler called into question the dogma of the annihilation of the enemy forces, which is the very objective of battle. Lastly, the dictator imposed his ideas.
The course of the war against the Soviet Union revealed the weaknesses of the strategy. The insufficient degree of motorisation resulted in the faster units having to adjust their advance to that of the slower ones, only partly motorised or nonmotorised infantry divisions. The annihilation battles aimed at by the General Staff that were to resolve the war did not take place. Also, the building of main efforts, traditionally applied to offset inferiority in manpower, had limited effect, exactly as in World War I, when the Army had to wage war beyond the regions close to the border of Central Europe in the depths of Russian territory. The campaign against Russia revealed an operational hubris, which was fed by a feeling
of superiority, derived from the victory over France and the experiences with the Russian forces of World War I, which were perceived to have been brushed away then almost with their 'left hand' . These convictions, which very soon turned out to be misperceptions based on the propaganda spread by the Nazi regime that the Germanic peoples were superior to the Slavic ones, also ignored the warnings by Helmut von Moltke the Elder and Schlieffen regarding the depth of the Russian territory as well as their experiences with the valour of the Russian soldiers defending their country in the past World War.
53)
The one-sided concentration on the operational element of conducting operations increased the traditional neglect of logistics in German operational thinking. The traditional logistical concept of the Army, which was designed for warfare close to the borders in the Central European area, had worked in the West in a limited manner and already reached its limits in the planning phase of the raid on the Soviet Union. 54) Operation Barbarossa showed the structural strategic deficit inherent in German operational thinking. Since Schlieffen, the over-emphasis on operational thinking had led to a neglect of the strategic dimension. This failure led to one-dimensional military thinking in the General Staff and opened up the opportunity for Hitler to disempower it by and large, first, on the operational-strategic and, then, on the operational-tactical level and to take over the operational, in parts even the tactical, command of the Army. While the military leaders still advocated quickly outmanoeuvring the enemy build-up of resources as the only solution to the German strategic dilemma in order to prevent a long war of attrition and people's war, the Supreme Command, due to the experiences of World War I, did not exclude long-winding attrition, economic and people's wars. This strategic way of thinking of the Supreme Command, which was morein conformity with Hitler's strategic and economic 'area conquest and domination ideas' , was rather alien to the operators in the General Staff. They only integrated those factors of modern technological warfare in their conduct of operations, which fitted into the operational concept passed on to them. Lastly, to implement its operational concept, the General Staff was even willing to balance out the structural deficits of the German operational doctrine, such as the neglect of logistics or the considerable inferiority in number, by way of crimes of war. This had the result that the war against the Soviet Union, in contrast to the campaigns in the West,
grew into a fully-fledged annihilation war, in the course of which the enemy forces were not merely to be incapacitated in the classic sense of the German concept of the annihilation war, but in which the starving to death of Soviet prisoners and large parts of the population was accepted.
These aspects of the German conduct of war were dismissed by and large in the General Staff and by operators, such as Field Marshal General Erich von Manstein, exactly as the strategic aspects. Caught in their classic operational thinking that was aimed at resolving the battle, the Generals perceived that Hitler's orders to halt operations in the defensive and his erroneous operational-strategic approach in the offensive would cost them their success. It was Hitler's fault, and not the one-dimensional operational-strategic thinking, at least that was what Manstein tried to suggest after losing World War II, which had downgraded the operational successes of the Army, and with that of the General Staff, to 'lost victories' . As in World War I, personalising the blame offered the possibility to distract from the structural deficits of German operational thinking of World War II. The utter underestimation of the enemy, together with the overestimation of their own possibilities, showed that the High Command fell prey to the same delusion as the Supreme Army Command in World War I.
The German operational doctrine was the military attempt to resolve the strategic dilemma of wanting to achieve continental hegemony without having a sufficient economic, military and political power base. This was based on Germany's denial of reality of the actual power potential on the part of the military and the political elites. The German operational thinking had always taken high risks, endangering the existence of the Reich, and was by no means a recipe for victory, but lastly a mere emergency solution -the doctrine for 'the poor man's war' , striving for a 'place in the sun' . 
